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(54) Title: ELECTRONIC GIFT CERTIFICATE SYSTEM 

(57) Abstract 

An electronic gift certificate system is disclosed 
which distributes electronic gift certificates in the form of 
e-mail documents that include hyperlinks for automating 
the redemption process. When a gift certificate recipient 
selects such a hyperlink, the recipient's computer automat- 
ically transmits a claim code (step 110) to die merchant's 
Web site, and the site responds by automatically crediting 
the recipient's personal account (step 1 14) with the gift cer- 
tificate amount. When the recipient subsequently makes a 
purchase for the merchant's Web site, the recipient's ac- 
count balance is automatically applied to the purchase price. 
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ELECTRONIC GIFT CERTIFICATE SYSTEM 
FIELD OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention relates to electronic commerce, and more specifically, relates to 
methods for purchasing, distributing and redeeming electronic gift certificates. 
5 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

In the field of Internet commerce, it is common for Web sites of online merchants to 
include functionality for allowing users to purchase and redeem electronic gift certificates. To 
purchase a gift certificate using such a system, the purchaser commonly uses a standard Web 
browser to retrieve, fill out. and submit a gift certificate order form (typically consisting of one 
10 or more form pages). The information requested by the order form typically includes at least 
the name of the purchaser, the name and e-mail address of the intended recipient, and the 
monetary amount of the gift certificate. 

In response to the submission of the gift certificate order, the Web site automatically 
generates and sends an e-mail to the recipient. This e-mail commonly includes the name of 
1 5 the purchaser, the amount of the gift certificate, a gift certificate claim code, and instructions 
for redeeming the gift certificate. To redeem the gift certificate, the recipient is typically 
required to initially access the merchant's Web site and select one or more items for purchase. 
The user may additionally or alternatively be required to navigate to a special redemption area. 
Upon proceeding to a "check-out" area of the site, the user is then provided the opportunity to 
20 type in and submit the gift certificate claim code. 

This method of distributing and redeeming electronic gift certificates has several 
problems. One problem is that the recipient is required to manually enter the claim code. In 
addition to being an inconvenience to the recipient, the user may forget to enter the claim code 
during the check-out process and thus fail to receive the benefit of the gift certificate. Further. 
25 if the recipient makes an error while typing in the claim code, the recipient may be 
inconvenienced with having to reenter the claim code, or may even be given credit for another 
user's gift certificate. 

Another problem is that the recipient is required to either use the gift certificate 
immediately or else preserve the claim code for subsequent use. If the claim code is lost prior 
30 to use. it may be difficult or impossible for the recipient to redeem the gift certificate. 

The present invention seeks to provide a more efficient and reliable system for 
distributing and redeeming electronic gift certificates. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention provides an electronic gift certificate system which improves the 
efficiency and reliability of the redemption process. In accordance with the invention, the 
system distributes electronic gift certificates in the form of e-mail documents that include 
5 hyperlinks for automating the redemption process. When a gift certificate recipient clicks on 
such a hyperlink, the recipient's computer automatically transmits a claim code or other 
identification information to the merchant's Web site, and the site responds by automatically 
crediting the recipient's personal account with the gift certificate amount. When the recipient 
subsequently makes a purchase from the merchant's Web site, the recipient's account balance 
10 is automatically applied to the purchase price. 

An important benefit of this process is that it eliminates the need for the recipient to 
manually enter the claim code. Thus, the redemption process is simpler and more efficient for 
the gift certificate recipient. In addition, there is little or no risk that the user will submit an 
erroneous claim code. 

15 Another important benefit is that the recipient need not retain the gift certificate code 

until the time of purchase. For example, upon receiving the electronic gift certificate, the 
recipient can immediately click on the link to credit his or her account, but then postpone 
making a purchase until a later date. The likelihood that the claim code will be lost before the 
user makes a purchase is thus significantly reduced. In addition, there is no need for the user 

20 to remember to enter a claim code or take any other special action during the check-out 
process. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
These and other features of the invention will now be described with reference to the 
drawings summarized below. These drawings and the associated description are provided to 
25 illustrate a preferred embodiment of the invention, and not to limit the scope of the invention. 

Figure 1 illustrates an example Web site form page for allowing users to order gift 
certificates. 

Figure 2 illustrates an example gift certificate e-mail with a hyperlink for automating 
the redemption process. 

30 Figure 3 illustrates an example Web page that is displayed to the gift certificate 

recipient in response to selection of the hyperlink in Figure 2. 

Figure 4 illustrates a preferred set of Web site components for implementing a gift 
certificate system in accordance with the invention, and illustrates typical user components for 
accessing the system. 
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Figure 5 illustrates a sequence of steps that are performed by the gift certificate 
application of Figure 4 in response to submission of a gift certificate order. 

Figure 6 illustrates an automated redemption process that is implemented by the gift 
certificate application. 
5 DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Throughout the following description, the term "Web site" is used to refer to a user- 
accessible network site that implements the basic World Wide Web standards for the coding 
and transmission of hypertextual documents. These standards currently include HTML (the 
Hypertext Markup Language) and HTTP (the Hypertext Transfer Protocol). It should be 
1 0 understood that the term "site" is not intended to imply a single geographic location, as a Web 
or other network site can, for example, include multiple geographically-distributed computer 
systems that are appropriately linked together. 

The present invention provides an electronic gift certificate system which improves the 
efficiency and reliability of the redemption process. In accordance with the invention, the 
15 system distributes electronic gift certificates in the form of e-mail documents that include 
hyperlinks for automating the redemption process. When a gift certificate recipient clicks on 
such a hyperlink, the recipient's computer automatically transmits a claim code to the 
merchant's Web site, and the site responds by automatically crediting the recipient's personal 
account with the gift certificate amount. When the recipient subsequently makes a purchase 
20 from the merchant's Web site, the recipient's account balance is automatically applied to the 
purchase price. 

An important benefit of this process is that it eliminates the need for the recipient to 
manually enter the claim code. Thus, the redemption process is simpler and more efficient for 
the gift certificate recipient. In addition, there is little or no risk that the user will submit an 
25 erroneous claim code. 

Another important benefit is that the recipient need not retain the gift certificate code 
until the time of purchase. For example, upon receiving the electronic gift certificate, the 
recipient can immediately click on the link to credit his or her account, but then postpone 
making a purchase until a later date. The likelihood that the claim code will be lost prior to 
30 use is thus significantly reduced. In addition, there is no need for the user to remember to 
enter a claim code or take any other special action during the check-out process. 

A preferred implementation of the gift certificate system will now be described with 
reference to Figures 1-6. Throughout the following description, reference will be made to 
various implementation-specific details, including, for example, coding conventions. 
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document and protocol standards, and forms used for purchasing and redeeming electronic gift 
certificates. These details are provided in order to frilly set forth a preferred embodiment of 
the invention, and not to limit the scope of the invention. The scope of the invention is set 
forth in the appended claims. 
5 For purposes of illustration, the merchant Web site in the disclosed implementation is 

the Web site of Amazon.com. As is well known in the field of Internet commerce, the 
Amazon.com site includes functionality for allowing users to browse and make online 
purchases from a catalog of over 2.5 million book titles. As described below, the site includes 
an accounts database which stores information (names, e-mail addresses, billing information, 

1 0 etc.) about users that have previously made purchases from the site. In other embodiments, 
the items available for purchase from the Web site may, for example, include downloadable 
items such as software programs and digital publications. 

Figure 1 illustrates an example gift certificate order form page that can be used to 
place an order for an electronic gift certificate. Users may be provided the option of retrieving 

15 this page, for example, by selecting a "gift certificates" link from the Amazon.com site. As 
depicted by Figure 1, the form includes fields for specifying the following information: the 
respective names of the purchaser and the recipient (item 1), an optional message to the 
recipient (item 2), a gift certificate amount (item 3), the distribution method (item 4), and the 
e-mail address and account information of the purchaser (item 5). 

20 The order form page may also include fields (not shown) for allowing the purchaser to 

specifying the recipient using something other than an e-mail address, such as the recipient's 
name, address and or telephone number. The Web site 50 would then use this information to 
look up the recipient's e-mail address, such as from an accounts database. 

After the purchaser fills out and submits this form page, the purchaser is presented 

25 with one or more additional pages (not shown) for completing the order. For example, the 
user is presented with a page that asks the user to specify a credit card number or other billing 
information for paying for the gift certificate. Once the order has been placed and paid for, the 
Web site sends a gift certificate e-mail (Figure 2) to the recipient and sends an order 
confirmation e-mail to the purchaser. 

30 Figure 2 illustrates the general form of the gift certificate e-mail document ("e-mail") 

that is sent to the recipient. In this example, it is assumed that the recipient is a registered user 
of the Amazonxom Web site. As depicted by Figure 2. the e-mail includes a hyperlink 30 for 
allowing the recipient to automatically redeem the gift certificate, and includes an associated 
description 32 of the automated redemption process. The hyperlink 30 is displayed to the user 
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as highlighted text, but may alternatively be displayed, for examplc as an icon or other 
graphical image. 

The URL (Uniform Resource Locator) associated with the hyperlink 30 preferably 
includes a gift certificate claim code that uniquely identifies the gift certificate. For example. 
5 the URL may be in the form of 

http://amazon.com/gc/redeem/Al 234567, 

where A 1234567 is the claim code. The recipient can select the hyperlink 30 using any 

10 technique that is supported by the recipient's computer, including, for example, clicking on 
the link with a mouse, touching the link on a touch-sensitive display, or using a voice 
command. When the recipient selects this hyperlink 30, the claim code is conveyed to the 
Web site (as part of a standard HTTP GET <URL> message) and is used by the site to 
automatically identify and credit the recipient's personal account. An example redemption 

1 5 confirmation page that is displayed to the recipient upon selecting the hyperlink 30 is shown in 
Figure 3 and discussed below. 

With further reference to Figure 2, the e-mail also preferably includes a set of 
instructions 34 for redeeming the gift certificate using the conventional method. This method 
involves accessing the Web site, selecting one or more items to be purchased, proceeding to 

20 check-out, and then entering the claim code. This redemption method may be useful, for 
example, if the recipient's e-mail application does not support the use of hyperlinks. In other 
implementations, the manual redemption instructions 34 may be omitted. 

Figure 3 illustrates an example Web page that may be displayed to the recipient in 
response to selection of the hyperlink 30. The Web page includes a message 40 indicating 

25 that the gift certificate amount has been successfully deposited into the recipient's account. In 
other implementations, this page may be preceded, for example, by a page which asks the 
recipient to confirm that the gift certificate amount should be deposited into the recipient's 
account. 

If the recipient has multiple accounts under the same e-mail address, the recipient may 
30 initially be presented with a page which asks the user to select the account to be credited. 
Alternatively, the gift certificate e-mail (Figure 2) may be provided with separate hyperlinks 
30 for each such account, so that the recipient can both select and credit one of the multiple 
accounts with a single action (such as a single mouse click). For example, a user that has three 
accounts under the same e-mail address may receive a gift certificate e-mail that has three 
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hyperlinks (one per account), with each link being presented together with associated account 
identification information (shipping address, partial credit card number, etc.) that allows the_ 
user to identify each account. 

From the redemption confirmation page of Figure 3, the recipient can enter a query for 
5 searching the Amazon.com catalog, select a subject to browse, or access other areas of the 
Amazon.com site. Because the gift certificate amount is maintained in the recipient's account 
until used, there is no need for the recipient to place an order or even browse the site at this 
point. In addition, there is no need for the recipient to retain either the gift certificate e-mail or 
the claim code. 

10 As indicated above, the example set forth in Figures 1-3 assumes that the recipient is 

already registered (i.e., already has an account) with Amazon.com. When the recipient does 
not have an account, the hyperlink 30 (Figure 2) and associated description 32 are preferably 
replaced with a hyperlink (not shown) to an account setup form (not shown). When the user 
completes and submits the account setup form, the gift certificates application 72 creates the 

15 new account and automatically credits the account with the gift certificate amount. Various 
alternatives to this method are possible. For example, in one embodiment, the purchaser is 
prompted (via a form page) at the time of purchase for additional information about the 
unknown user (recipient), and this information is used to set up an account for the recipient. 

Figure 4 illustrates the basic hardware and software components that are typically 

20 invoked during the above-described process. As depicted by this drawing, the purchaser and 
the recipient access the Web site 50 using respective PCs 52, 54 or other general purpose 
computers that have access to the Internet. The purchaser and/or recipient may alternatively 
access the Web site 50 using special purpose devices. The purchaser and recipient computers 
52, 54 run commercially-available Web browser applications 62, 64 such as Microsoft 

25 Internet Explorer™ or Netscape Navigator™, which implement the basic World Wide Web 
standards such as HTTP and HTML. The recipient's computer 52 also runs a commercially 
available e-mail application 66, such as Microsoft Outlook™ or Netscape Navigator, which 
supports the use of hyperlinks. The e-mail application 66 and the browser 64 may be 
integrated with one another, and/or may be integrated with other application programs or the 

30 operating system. 

In the embodiment described herein, the Web site 50 comprises a computer system 
and associated content that are accessible via the Internet. The Web site 50 may optionally 
include content which spans multiple Internet domains, and/or may be implemented using 
physical servers that are geographically remote from one another. In other embodiments, the 
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Web site 50 may be in the form of an intranet site, in which case the computers 52, 54 may be 
coupled to the site solely by a private network. For example, Web site 50 may be in the form 
of an internal corporate gift store site for company employees. 

In other embodiments, the Web site 50 may be replaced with another type of network 
5 site. For example, the various gift certificate services described herein could alternatively be 
implemented on a hypertextual site or browsing area of an online services network such as ~ 
America Online or MSN, in which case users may access the site using software that 
implements non-standard document formats and transfer protocols. 

As further depicted by Figure 4, the Web site 50 includes a commercially-available 
10 Web server application 70. The Web server application 70 accesses an HTML database 76 
that is used to generate Web pages in response to the actions of end users. A products 
database (not shown) and various back-end components (not shown) are also used for this 
purpose. 

The Web site 50 also includes a gift certificates application 72 (hereinafter "GC 

15 application") which includes the basic functionality for processing gift certificate orders and 
redemption requests. The GC application 72 accesses a user accounts database 78 that 
includes information about users that have registered (such as by placing an order) with the 
Web site 50. This information typically includes, for example, the names, e-mail addresses, 
user IDs, account passwords, shipping addresses, and credit card numbers of such users. The 

20 accounts database also stores monetary account balances for users. 

As depicted by Figure 4. the GC application 72 preferably maintains a look-up table 
80 of all outstanding gift certificates (i.e.. all unexpired gift certificates that have not yet been 
redeemed). In the embodiment shown, each entry in the table 80 includes the following: the 
unique claim code, the names and e-mail addresses of the purchaser and recipient, the gift 

25 certificate amount, and the expiration date. Some or all of this information may alternatively 
be stored solely within the user accounts database 78. 

Figure 5 illustrates a sequence of steps that are performed by the GC application 72 to 
process an order for an e-mail-based gift certificate. This process is executed after the 
purchaser's credit card number or other payment information has been verified. As depicted 

30 by steps 90 and 92, the GC application 72 initially generates a claim code that uniquely 
identifies the gift certificate, and then stores the claim code and the associated gift certificate 
information in the table 80. Various alternatives to using a claim code and a look-up table are 
possible. For example, the claim code could be replaced with an encrypted user ID of the 
recipient and an encrypted code which represents the gift certificate amount. 
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The claim codes are preferably selected at random from a relatively large set of 
possible values (e.g., 10 12 possible values). The outstanding (valid) claim codes thus represent 
a sparse subset of the universe of possible claim code values. This technique provides a level 
of security by reducing the likelihood that unauthorized users will be able identify valid claim 

5 codes through trial and error. This technique could additionally or alternatively be applied to 
other portions of the URL. An example of a method that can be used to generate the claim 
codes to provide a desired level of security is described in a concurrently-filed provisional 
patent application tided SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING SECURE ACCESS 
TO PRIVATE WEB PAGES. 

10 The application 72 also generates an e-mail document to send to the recipient (step 

94). The content of the e-mail document is preferably in an HTML format, although other 
markup languages that support hyperlinks could be used. The e-mail document is initially in 
the general form shown in Figure 2. but does not include the hyperlink 30 and associated 
description 32 for automatically redeeming the gift certificate. 

15 The GC application 72 then accesses the user accounts database 78 (Figure 4) to 

determine whether the recipient has an Amazon.com account (step 98). If the recipient has an 
account the automatic redemption hyperlink 30 and associated description 32 are generated 
and inserted within the e-mail document (step 100). The hyperlink 30 includes the appropriate 
URL for automatically redeeming the gift certificate. The URL may, for example, be in the 

20 format http://amazon.com/gc/redeem/<cIaim code>, and is preferably embedded within the 
document in the HTML "GET URL" format. In the embodiment described herein, this claim 
code is the same as the claim code used for manual redemption. 

If the recipient does not have an account, a hyperlink to an account setup page is 
inserted within the e-mail document (step 101) in place of the redemption hyperlink 30. As 

25 described above, using this link to set up an account causes the gift certificate to be 
automatically redeemed. 

To accommodate recipients that have multiple accounts under the same e-mail 
address, the GC application 72 may optionally be configured to generate a separate hyperlink 
30 for each such account. As described above, this would allow the recipient to select and 

30 credit an account with a single mouse click or other action. To implement this feature, an 
account identifier may, for example, be appended to each URL. In addition, each hyperlink 
may be displayed in the e-mail together with a respective account identifier, such as a shipping 
address, password, or partial credit card number that is unique to that account. 
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An alternative method for handling a recipient with multiple accounts is to prompt the 
recipient for the password of the account to be credited. This may be accomplished, for 
example, by including a password field (not shown) in the gift certificate e-mail. When the 
user selects the automatic redemption hyperlink 30. the password would be transmitted to the 
5 Web site 50 and used to select the account. 

With further reference to Figure 5, the gift certificate e-mail document is then closed 
and sent to the recipient (step 102). In addition, an order confirmation e-mail is generated and 
sent to the purchaser (step 104). 

Figure 6 illustrates a sequence of steps that are performed by the GC application 72 
10 when the Web site 50 receives a request for a URL in the format indicated above. The GC 
application 72 initially searches the look-up table 80 for an entry having a matching claim 
code (step 110). If no matching entry is found, a page is generated and returned with an 
appropriate error message (step 1 12). The error message may, for example, inform the user 
that the gift certificate code is invalid and instruct the user to contact customer service if the 

1 5 problem persists. 

If the claim code is found in the table 80, the GC application 72 identifies the account 
to be credited (step 113). If the recipient has only one account, this account is identified from 
the information in the table 80. If the recipient has multiple accounts, the specific account is 
identified using information supplied by the recipient. As described above, this additional 

20 information may be obtained, for example, by asking the recipient to select a link which 
corresponds to the account, or by prompting the recipient to type in an account password. 
Once the account has been identified, the GC application 72 automatically credits the 
recipient's account with the gift certificate amount (step 114). As indicated above, the 
recipient may alternatively be prompted to confirm that his or her account should be credited. 

25 Once the recipient's account has been credited, the GC application 72 deletes the 

corresponding entry from the table 80 (step 116). The GC application 72 may also include a 
separate process that periodically deletes entries that have expired. The GC application also 
sends a confirmatory Web page (Figure 3) to the recipient's computer 54. 

Although this invention has been described in terms of certain preferred embodiments, 

30 other embodiments that are apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art are also within the 
scope of this invention. Accordingly, the scope of the present invention is intended to be 
defined only by reference to the appended claims. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 

1. A method for facilitating the redemption of electronic gift certificates, the 

method comprising the steps of: 

providing a downloadable gift certificate order form on a network site, the 
5 order form including fields for specifying at least a monetary amount of a gift 

certificate and a gift certificate recipient; and 

responding to an electronic submission of the gift certificate order form by a 
user by generating an e-mail document and transmitting the document to the recipient, 
the e-mail document including a hyperlink which is selectable by the recipient to 
1 0 automatically redeem the gift certificate, the hyperlink configured such that selection 

by the recipient causes information sufficient to identify at least the recipient and the 
monetary amount to be transmitted to the network site. 

2. The method of Claim 1 . further comprising the step of responding to selection 
of the hyperlink by crediting the monetary amount of the gift certificate to a personal account 

1 5 of the recipient without requiring the recipient to make a purchase. 

3. The method of Claim 2, wherein the step of responding to submission of the 
order form comprises identifying a plurality of accounts of the recipient, and prompting the 
recipient in the e-mail document to specify the account to be credited from the plurality of 
accounts. 

20 4. The method of Claim 3, wherein the step of prompting the recipient includes at 

least one of (a) inserting a plurality of hyperlinks within the e-mail, each hyperlink 
corresponding to a respective account, and (b) prompting the recipient for an account 
password. 

5. The method of Claim 1, wherein the step of responding to the submission of 
25 the gift certificate order form further comprises determining whether the recipient is a 

registered user of the network site. 

6. The method of Claim 5, further comprising the step of sending an alternative 
e-mail document to the recipient if the recipient is not a registered user of the network site, the 
alternative e-mail document including a hyperlink to an account setup page. 

30 7. The method of Claim K wherein the step of responding to the electronic 

submission of the gift certificate order form is performed by executable code which runs on a 
Web site. 

8. The method of Claim 1, wherein the e-mail document has first and second 
hyperlinks which correspond, respectively, to first and second accounts of the recipient. 
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wherein selection of the first hyperlink causes the first account to be credited and selection of 
the second hyperlink causes the second account to be credited. 

9. A method for facilitating the redemption of electronic gift certificates, the 

method comprising the steps of: 
5 providing a downloadable gift certificate order form on a Web site, the order 

form including fields for specifying at least a gift certificate recipient and a monetary 
amount of a gift certificate; 

responding to an electronic submission of the gift certificate order form by a 
user by generating an e-mail document and transmitting the document to the recipient, 
10 the e-mail document including a hyperlink which is selectable by the recipient to 

automatically redeem the gift certificate, the hyperlink configured such that selection 
by the recipient causes information sufficient to identify at least the recipient and the 
monetary amount to be transmitted to the Web site; 

responding to selection of the hyperlink by crediting the monetary amount of 
1 5 the gift certificate to a personal account of the recipient; and 

automatically applying a balance in the personal account to a subsequent 
purchase made by the recipient. 

10. The method of Claim 9, wherein the e-mail document has first and second 
hyperlinks which correspond, respectively, to first and second accounts of the recipient, 

20 wherein selection of the first hyperlink causes the first account to be credited and selection of 
the second hyperlink causes the second account to be credited. 

11. A network site which provides functionality for purchasing and redeeming 
electronic gift certificates over a computer network, the site comprising: 

an accounts database that includes accounts of users of the network site, the 
25 accounts database storing account balances for at least some of the users, the account 

balances applicable to items that are available for purchase from the network site; 

a downloadable gift certificate order form, the order form including fields for 
specifying at least a monetary amount of a gift certificate and a gift certificate 
recipient; 

30 an executable order processing module which is responsive to an electronic 

submission of the gift certificate order form by a user by generating an e-mail 
document and transmitting the document to the recipient, the e-mail document 
including a hyperlink which is selectable by the recipient to automatically redeem the 
gift certificate, the hyperlink configured such that selection by the recipient causes 
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information sufficient to identify at least the recipient and the monetary amount to be 
transmitted to the network site; and 

an executable redemption module which is responsive to selection of the 
hyperlink by crediting the monetary amount of the gift certificate to a personal account 
5 of the recipient. 

12. The network site of Claim 11. wherein the order processing module responds 
to the submission of the gift certificate order form by accessing the accounts database to 
determine whether the recipient has an account therein. 

13. The network site of Claim 1 2, wherein the order processing module omits said 
1 0 hyperlink from the e-mail document if the recipient does not have an account. 

14. The network site of Claim 1 1 , wherein the gift certificate order form, the order 
processing module and the redemption module are accessible on the network site using a 
standard World Wide Web protocol. 

15. The network site of Claim 11, wherein the hyperlink includes a uniform 
1 5 resource locator (URL), the URL including at least an address of the network site and a gift 

certificate claim code. 

16. A method of redeeming an electronic gift certificate issued by an online 
merchant, the electronic gift certificate comprising an e-mail document which includes a 
hyperlink therein, the hyperlink adapted to be used to automatically redeem the gift certificate 

20 without the need to enter a claim code, the method comprising the steps of: 

viewing the e-mail document with an e-mail application that supports the use 
of hyperlinks, the e-mail application running on a computer that is connected to a 
network; and 

during said step of viewing, selecting the hyperlink to initiate a transfer of 
25 information over the network to a network site of the online merchant, the information 

being sufficient for the online merchant to identify at least a monetary amount of the 
gift certificate and an identity of a gift certificate recipient. 

1 7. The method of Claim 1 6, wherein the step of selecting causes an account of the 
recipient to be credited with the monetary amount. 

30 18. The method of Claim 17, wherein the network site is a Web site, and the 

method further comprises accessing the Web site with a browser program to purchase an item 
from the online merchant using the gift certificate amount credited to the account. 
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amazon.com 

Completing Your Gift Certificate Order is Easy 

Please fill in the following information: 
1, Please enter your name and the recipient's name: 
From: { Erin 1 



To: | Helaine 



2, Please type the message you would like to appear on the gift certificate: (optional) 
Message: j Happy Birthday Mom!! 

3, Gift Certificate amount in U.S. dollars: $ 1 40 1 (minimum $10.00) 

4, Gift Certificate amount in U.S. dollars: 
® E-mail. Please enter the recipient's e-maii address: 
| Helaine@aol.com 1 

O Paper mail. We will ask you for the recipient's mailing address later 



5, Your Information 

Please enter your e-mail address: \ Erin®earthlinknet 



O 1 am a first-time customer. (You will be asked to create a password later on) 

O 1 am a returning customer, and my password is \ 
Have vou forgotten vour password? 



IMPORTANT: Press this button to 
a chance to cancel or change your order 



continue | to the next page. You will still have 



F/G. / 



WO 00/16227 



PCT/US99/20695 



2/6 
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_File Edit View Send Action Tools Window Help 



JO- 



To: Helaine@aol. com 

From: gc— orders@amazon.com 

Subj; Amazon.com Gift Certificate 

Date: May 20, 1998 

It's our pleasure to send you this Amazon.com gift certificate that 
can be applied toward the purchase of millions of items at 
Amazon.com, the Earth's Biggest Bookstore! The generous person who 
gave you this gift is listed below. 

DON'T DELETE THIS MESSAGE! You'll need this email or the claim 
code below to redeem your gift certificate. 

****************************************************************************** 

To: Helaine 

Amount: U.S. $40.00 

From: Erin 

Expires: May 20, 1998 

Message; Happy Birthday Mom!! 



Click here to automatically deposit the $40 gift certificate amount 



into your personal account with us. Your account balance will be 
applied automatically to any purchase you make. 

If you would prefer to redeem your gift certificate manually, 
please follow these instructions: 

1. Visit our Web site at http://amazon.com 

2. Select the items you want, and then hit the PROCEED TO 
CHECKOUT button. 

3. Enter the following claim code on the order form: 
A1234567 
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Gift Certificates 




^ Welcome Back Helaine Smith!! 

] Thank you for redeeming your gift certificate from Erin. We have 
deposited $40 into your personal account. 



Search Our 2. 5- Million- Title Catalog 
Enter Keywords: 



Other ways to search our catalog 



Search 



Or Browse by Subject 
Pick a subject Press go 



| Business & Investing 



View all subjects 



30 



eSxt] g 



F/G. J 



WO 00/16227 



5/6 



PCT/US99/20695 



PROCESS 


GIFT 


CERTIFICATE 


ORDER 


* 


GENERATE 


UNIQUE 


CLAIM CODE 



-90 



CREATE TABLE ENTRY WITH 
CLAIM CODE, DOLLAR AMOUNT, 
PURCHASER AND RECIPIENT INFORMATION, 
AND EXPIRATION DATE 



-92 



CREATE EMAIL DOCUMENT 
WITH INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
MANUAL REDEMPTION 



-94 



-98 



DOES \YES 
RECIPIENT HAVE 
AN ACCOUNT, 



J01- 



INSERT HYPERLINK TO 
ACCOUNT SETUP PAGE 



■WO 



INSERT INTRUCTIONS 
AND LINK(S) FOR AUTOMATIC 
REDEMPTION 



CLOSE EMAIL DOCUMENT 
AND SEND TO 
RECIPIENT 



-W2 



GENERATE ORDER 
CONFIRMATION EMAIL 
AND SEND TO 
PURCHASER 

\ 

( END ) 



-W4 



F/G. 5 



WO 00/16227 



PCT/US99/20695 



6/6 



. PROCESS REQUEST FOR 
http: //amazon.com/gc/redeem/<claim code> 



DOES" 
CLAIM CODE^XNO 
EXIST IN TABLE, 

9 



ffj- 



YES 



i 



IDENTIFY ACCOUNT 
TO BE CREDITED 



ft4- 



Jt6- 



1f8 



CREDIT GIFT 
AMOUNT TO 
ACCC 


CERTIFICATE 
RECIPIENT'S 
)UNT 


\ 


DELETE TABLE ENTRY 






GENERA 
RETURN COI 
WEB 


TE AND 

MFIRMATORY 

PAGE 



-ff2 



RETURN PAGE 
WITH ERROR 
MESSAGE 



C END ) 



F/G. 6 



INTERNATIONAL SEARCH REPORT 



International application No. 
PCT/US99/20695 



V CLASSIFICATION OK SUBJECT MATTER 
IPC(6) : G06F 17/60 

US CL : 705/26. 14 . . 

According. 10 Imcmaiional Patera Classification (IPC) or to hoih national classihcation and IPC 



B. FIELDS SEARCHED 



Minimum documentation searched (classification system followed by classification symbols) 
U.S. : 705/26. 14; 707/501. 513 



Documentation searched other than minimum 



documentation to the extent that such documents arc included in the fields searched 



Electronic data base consulted during the international search (name of data base and. where practicable, search terms used) 
PROQUEST. IEEE. ACM. WEST 



C. DOCUMENTS CONSIDERED TO BE RELEVANT 



Category* 



X 
Y 

X 
Y 
X 
Y 



Citation of document, with indication, where appropriate, of the relevant passages 



HAPGOOD, F. What Makes Virtual Vineyards Rule? INC June 15, 
1996, p 1-6.' 



Virtual Vineyards' Corporate Gift Program Offers Unique Ways to 
Reward Client Loyalty and Help Acquire New Customers via the 
Internet, PR News wire, May 4, 1998, p 1-2. 

Corporate Gift Program Uncorked, Direct, V10, n9, July 1998, p.73 



Relevant to claim No. 



1, 7, 9, 11, 14-18 



2-4, 5, 6, 8, 10, 
12, 13 

1, 7. 9, 11, 14-18 
2-6, 8, 10, 12, 13 
1, 7, 9, 11, 14-18 
2-6, 8, 10, 12. 13 



Funher documents are listed in the continuation of Box C. f~] See patent family annex. 



Special categories of cited documents. 

A* document defining the general state of the in which ts not considered 

to be of particular relevance 

E* earlier document published on or after the international Hling date 

L" document which may throw doubti on priority cleimm or which it 

cited to establish the publication dale ot another citation or other 
special reason tas specified! 

'O* document referring to an oral disclosure, use. exhibition or other 

means 

T" document published prior to the international filmg date but later than 
the priority date claimed 



later document published after the international filing date or priority 
date and not m conflict with the application but cited to understand 
the principle or theory underlying the invention 

document ot particular relevance, the claimed invention cannot be 
considered novel or cannot be considered to involve an inventive step 
when the document is taken alone 

document of particular relevance, the claimed invention cannot be 
considered to involve an inventive step when the document is 
combined with one or more other such document*, such combination 
being obvioui to a person skilled in the art 

document member of the same patent family 



Dale of the actual completion of the international search 
30 NOVEMBER 1999 



Date of mailing of the international search report 



0 9 DEC 1999 



Name and mailing address of the ISA/ US 
Commissioner of Patent! and Trademarks 
Box PCT 

Washington. D.C 20231 
Facsimile No. (703) 305-3230 



Authorized officer 

ALLEN MACDONAL 
Telephone No. (703) 305-970^ 



Form PCT/ISA/210 (second sheet)(July 1992) * 



INTERNATIONAL SEARCH REPORT 



International application No. 
PCT/US99/20695 



C (Continuation). DOCUMENTS CONSIDERED TO BE RELEVANT 



Category* 



Citation of document, with indication, where appropriate, of the relevant passages 



Relevant to claim No. 



Y 

Y, P 



KLINGENER, A., NewsNet Smart-mail: Push delivery gets smart, 
Online, Sep/Oct 1997, p 46-47 

US 5,793,972 A (SHANE) 11 August 1998, col 8, line 27 
US 5,860,068 A (COOK) 12 January 1999, col 12, line 4 



2-4 

5,6,12,13 
8,10 



Form PCT/IS A/210 (continuation of second sheel)(July 1992) * 



